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Abstract 
Small-scale agriculture produces direct economic benefits associated with food and fiber 
production, along with a variety of rural amenities valued by many communities, including 
scenic view sheds, agrarian cultural heritage, wildlife habitat, a personal connection to food, and 
enhanced local food security (Hellerstein et al., 2001; Rossett, 2000).  In such areas, county, 
state, and federal governments have implemented land use policies or fiscal incentives that 
prevent the development of agricultural land.  These policies, though, do not target the economic 
disadvantages that may inhibit the land from remaining in cultivation.  Using case-based 
research, this paper identifies how farmers and local institutions, such as county governments, 
farm extension agencies and agricultural marketing organizations, can maximize the economic 
viability of small-scale farming through collaborative strategies that promote collective 
efficiencies, trust, and intersectoral linkages.  As this case presents, these three conditions have 
enhanced the production and marketing capabilities of a regional small-scale farming industry 
and enabled it to increase earnings and production and develop stronger linkages with the 
regional economy and community.    
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Part I.  Identifying the Problem 
The Market Context of Small-Scale Agriculture 
In addition to its direct economic benefits, small-scale1 agriculture produces a variety of 
indirect benefits valued by many communities as public amenities, including scenic view sheds, 
agrarian cultural heritage, wildlife habitat, a personal connection to food, and enhanced local 
food security (Hellerstein et al., 2002; Rossett, 2000).  In many regions in the U.S., the direct and 
indirect benefits have become under threat as market competition and real estate development 
have overtaken agricultural land for alternative uses (Hellerstein et al., 2002).  In response, 
policy makers have sought to protect local agriculture through the implementation of fiscal 
incentives and land use controls such as preferential taxation; urban growth boundaries; 
development easements; and agricultural zoning by county, state, and federal governments 
(Nelson, 1992).  These policy approaches may prevent the loss of agricultural land to 
development.  However, they do not address the market challenges in small-scale farming that 
threaten economic viability.  This paper demonstrates how county governments and local 
institutions can target the gaps of fiscal and land use policies by providing economic 
development supports for small-scale agriculture.   
Communities may value a variety of public amenities resulting from a functioning 
agricultural sector.  However, product and real estate markets often fail to compensate farmers 
for producing such benefits.  Land values reflect the cash flows generated by its goods and 
services.  As “price takers”, farmers typically earn income in regional wholesale markets for 
their goods based on market values established by national and international macroeconomic 
forces (Hellerstein et al., 2002).  Because they are unable to pass on increases in local operating 
                                                 
1 Small-scale farming is defined by the USDA as a farm with “less than $250,000 gross receipts annually on which day-to-day 
labor and management is provided by the farmer and/or the farm family that owns the production or owns or leases the 
productive assets”.   Retrieved on November 2, 2005 from http://www.sustainabletable.org/intro/dictionary/#s.     
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costs to consumers, small-scale farmers are vulnerable to market changes.  Likewise, because 
they do not usually sell locally, farmers are unable to receive direct consumer support from local 
citizens that value the public amenities, such as scenic view sheds and food security, which local 
agriculture provides.   
In the agricultural industry, a national trend of consolidation and vertical integration has 
made it difficult for small-scale farmers to compete with large farms on the basis of price and 
volume.  As small and medium sized farms have become priced out of the market due to 
competitive pressures, the industry has become composed of fewer, larger farms that produce 
high volumes of select commodities.  This has resulted in a highly efficient supply chain linking 
large farmers, processors, and distributors to supermarkets, food service establishments, and 
other high volume buyers (Cowan, 2002).   
Small-scale farmers also face barriers to knowledge and capital.  Research suggests that 
production relationships within an industry are an important means for obtaining knowledge that 
could improve efficiency or quality (Glasmeier, 2000; Porter, 1998).  Small-scale farmers’ 
isolation from dominant supply chains can thus create obstacles for obtaining information about 
new production and marketing techniques in their industry.  As a result, they may miss the 
opportunity to respond to shifts in consumer preferences and target niche consumer markets, 
which have become increasingly diversified (Berger & Piore, 1980).  Even if such production- 
and marketing-based knowledge is acquired, small-scale farmers earning narrow profit margins 
in wholesale markets may not have the financial capital necessary to transfer it into new farming 
practices.   
Small-scale farmers in regions undergoing commercial and residential development 
experience additional challenges due to land use conflicts.  When real estate values surge due to 
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growth, farmers incur an opportunity cost for not selling or developing their land.  Because of 
residential development near agricultural areas, governments may regulate how farmers produce.  
This can include regulation of farmers’ use of inputs to limit the drift of sprays and smells into 
nearby residential neighborhoods.  To reduce noise, governments may also regulate the hours 
when farmers can use tractors or harvesting equipment.  When farmers and residents become 
neighbors due to residential encroachment, acrimonious relationships can also spur costly legal 
battles.  Land use conflicts due to urban encroachment can thus further erode the financial 
feasibility of farming.2
Due to the conditions outlined above, small-scale farms struggle under mainstream 
market competition and are not adequately supported by land use and fiscal policies.  This paper 
will argue that sustainability in small-scale farming requires economic development supports in 
addition to land use and fiscal policies.  It will draw on a case in Placer County, California where 
local stakeholders successfully applied land use and fiscal policies with economic development 
supports in the form of production and marketing assistance to promote their struggling 
agricultural base.  The county’s mandarin orange industry, which was nearly extinct two decades 
ago, has since undergone resurgence.  This paper will identify the conditions under which the 
revitalization of the mandarin industry occurred through an analysis of the actions taken by a 
county-level agricultural marketing agency, a local farm extension office, and the industry’s 
growers.   
Specifically, Placer County employed the model of direct marketing, an innovative 
strategy that involves the direct sale of commodities by farmers to consumers, to revive its 
mandarin industry.  By creating direct consumer outlets, Placer County’s farmers have secured 
                                                 
2 Personal communication, farmer interviews, 2005.  See methodology section for a description of the farmers 
interviewed for this study.   
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markets and captured retail rather than the usually much lower wholesale prices for the goods 
they produce.  Through this strategy, and the higher earnings that it has made possible, farmers 
in Placer County have improved the long-term stability of their farms by increasing profitability, 
reducing market risks, and strengthening economic ties with their communities.  Composed of 
small-scale orchards, the mandarin industry has become regionally competitive on the basis of 
quality in terms of freshness, taste, and purchasing experience.  Despite rapid population growth, 
the industry has expanded in terms of acreage and the number of orchards while weaving itself 
into the local culture and landscape.   
A variety of local institutions3, described below, have delivered services to support 
mandarin growers in production and marketing.  The Placer/Nevada Counties University of 
California (UC) Extension, a farm advisory office, has provided production assistance specific to 
small-scale farming and citrus production.  The Placer County Government has financially 
covered the extension office’s building and overhead costs.  The Placer County Agricultural 
Marketing Director, situated within the Placer County Agriculture Department, has promoted the 
industry throughout the state and linked it to local arts and business groups.  In addition, the 
Mountain Mandarin Growers’ Association, which represents the county’s mandarin growers, 
assists growers in addressing industry constraints and opportunities and coordinates with the UC 
Cooperative Extension and Agricultural Marketing Director.  This paper will argue that these 
institutions have been successful as a result of three main outgrowths that have stemmed from 
their work:  collective efficiencies, trust among growers, and intersectoral linkages.   
                                                 
3 See Table 1.1 in the appendix for a list of key institutions involved in Placer County’s agricultural direct marketing    
   programs. 
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• Collective efficiencies:  Through the development of “loosely coupled networks4” among 
a critical mass of capable leaders in local institutions, the mandarin growers have 
developed into an industry with collective efficiencies in broad and deep bases of 
specialized knowledge specific to their commodity.   The UC farm advisor and Placer 
County Agricultural Marketing Director have relationships with local and nonlocal 
university researchers, government agencies, business and trade organizations, and civic 
groups.  In turn, local farmers have gained knowledge from these relationships and 
applied it to their farming techniques.  This enhanced knowledge base has facilitated 
parallel initiatives to attract new growers, expand the county’s mandarin production, and 
maintain high quality.   
• Trust among growers:  The driven interaction among local institutions and growers has 
helped to build trust among a diverse group of new and existing farmers.  Together, they 
have created forums whereby growers have interacted with each other and developed a 
collective identity.  The UC Cooperative Extension and the Placer County Agricultural 
Marketing Director work with growers in group-based activities, such as meetings, 
workshops, study tours, conferences, and festivals.  By interacting together in these 
forums, local farmers from diverse backgrounds have been able to develop expertise in 
mandarin production.  These processes have deepened their trust by enabling them to 
learn about their shared interests and struggles.  This trust has resulted in various positive 
outcomes.  In particular, an informal growers’ association has arisen within the grower 
community.  Together, the growers now represent themselves under a group brand, 
engage in local politics, problem solve to address market challenges, undertake group 
                                                 
4 Grabher, G. (1990 June). On the weakness of strong ties: The ambivalent role of inter-firm relations in the decline and 
reorganization of the Ruhr.  WZB Research Area and Labour Market and Employment.  
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purchases of inputs, and share equipment.  The mandarin industry thus supports existing 
research that suggests that shared identities promote trust and yield collective benefits 
(Sabel, 1993).  In addition, it demonstrates how trust can develop in groups with diverse 
members.    
• Intersectoral linkages:  Specific leaders have promoted economic viability by pursuing a 
long-term strategy of linking agriculture with other sectors in the community, such as 
business, tourism, and the arts.  These connections, which are continuing to emerge, 
enable farmers to expand markets, diversify income, and increase their social and 
political significance in the community.    
This paper consists of five parts.  After identifying the problem and laying out the 
methodology and literature in Part I, Part II describes the historical conditions that led up to the 
growth of the mandarin industry.  Part III analyzes the roles of institutions that facilitated 
upgrading through the conditions of collective efficiencies, trust among growers, and 
intersectoral linkages.  It also indicates the direct and indirect benefits of the industry that have 
occurred within the community.  Through an analysis of current trends, Part IV identifies 
potential weaknesses in the industry and offers policy recommendations based on sustaining 
collective efficiencies, trust among growers, and intersectoral linkages.  Finally, Part V 
concludes by incorporating the lessons learned into broader suggestions for county governments, 
institutions, and farming communities.   
Methodology 
This paper uses case-based research to identify county-level strategies for promoting the 
economic viability of small-scale farming in regions facing urban encroachment.  It draws on the 
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case of Placer County, California5 to illustrate how a county with a history of small-scale 
farming turned around economically and experienced resurgent growth in the face of 
development pressures, high rates of population growth, and market challenges.  Placer County’s 
mandarin orange industry has expanded significantly in the last 17 years after remaining stagnant 
for nearly 40 years.  The resurgence of this commodity has come to anchor and promote the 
county’s local agricultural base.      
This case demonstrates that economic development supports provided by local 
institutions, such as farm extension offices and regional agricultural marketing organizations, can 
enable small-scale farming to become economically competitive.  After receiving assistance in 
production and marketing from such institutions, the mandarin industry has experienced 
substantial growth.  In the last 17 years, the number of orchards in the county increased from five 
to sixty-five, a 13-fold increase.  Between 1988 and 2006, the number of farmers’ markets in the 
county increased from two to seventeen.  In addition, attendance by visitors at the Mountain 
Mandarin Festival, a significant market outlet for the county’s farmers, increased from 1,500 to 
35,000 between 1994 and 2005.   
This paper is based on qualitative interviews that investigated past and present trends in 
the mandarin industry and the role of the county government, local institutions, and growers in 
promoting industry upgrading.  I drew on the extended case method developed by Michael 
Burawoy for research design (1998).  I socially embedded the analysis of field-level interviews 
through a broader investigation of the region’s agricultural history and the development of 
support institutions.  This broader analysis was performed to understand the conditions under 
which agricultural upgrading occurred, how local institutions emerged, and how key decisions 
                                                 
5 See the appendix for Map 1.1, which indicates Placer County’s location in Califorrnia, and Map 1.2, which 
identifies the county’s regions and larger cities.   
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were made.  Personal interviews and broader historical research were thus critical.  Because the 
mandarin industry is largely informal and underreporting of data to government agencies is 
common, personal interviews were also necessary to obtain accurate information.   
I obtained qualitative information regarding the mandarin orange industry and the 
relationships between growers by conducting semi-structured ethnographic interviews with six 
new farmers, five experienced farmers, two owners of retail produce stores, one local food 
service buyer, and one regional wholesale buyer.  To protect privacy, I have not disclosed the 
names of growers in this paper.  Interview subjects were identified and selected based on their 
presence in an online database of mandarin growers managed by PlacerGROWN, a county 
agricultural marketing organization, or through word-of-mouth references from other growers.   
In addition to the individual personal interviews, I also interacted with the grower community in 
December 2005, when I attended a mandarin blind tasting event held by the Mountain Mandarin 
Growers’ Association and the University of California Cooperative Extension office.   
 I identified the relationships between the industry and local institutions through 17 
interviews that included two farm advisors at the UC Cooperative Extension office, two board 
members from PlacerGROWN, the Placer County Agricultural Commissioner, the Placer County 
Agricultural Marketing Director, and one Placer County Agricultural Commission board 
member.  I also interviewed a planner from the Planning Department and the Director of the 
Office of Economic Development.  In addition, I interviewed the director of the Mountain 
Mandarin Growers’ Association, the manager of the Mountain Mandarin Festival, a 
representative from the Placer County Farm Bureau, a loan specialist from the county’s USDA 
Rural Development office, and a staff member from the Sierra Business Council.  To provide a 
comparative perspective, I also interviewed a representative from the Apple Hill Growers’ 
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Association, a regional direct marketing program that helped inspire Placer County’s strategy.  
To obtain these contacts, I selected interviewees via the online contact listings from their 
respective institutions’ websites.  The interviews lasted one and a half hours on average.    
Conceptual Structure 
In this section, I define the concepts used to analyze the local agricultural institutions 
involved in Placer County’s mandarin industry.  My understanding of institutions draws from the 
literature of institutional economics (Sabel, 1993; Tendler, 1996; Schmitz, 1995; Humphrey & 
Schmitz, 1995; Grabher, 1990; Powell & Dimaggio, 1991).  Institutions, in this view, are public, 
private, or nonprofit entities embedded in a regional economy.  They create formal or informal 
gathering places in which individuals in the community interact.  Nonprofit organizations, 
government agencies, churches, clubs, and business associates are all examples of institutions.  
Because of their social embeddedness, institutions are significant gatekeepers—and co-
creators—of local knowledge within a community.    
Institutions can have an organizational mission that involves them directly in regional 
economic activities, or as intermediaries that facilitate the production and consumption of goods 
and services (Porter, 1998; Tender, 1996).  Economic development corporations, business 
associations, and workforce development associations are examples of institutions that provide 
supply- or demand-side services to a regional economy.  Through the knowledge they 
disseminate, institutions can influence the decision-making of individual firms and the evolution 
of regional industries.  In addressing the ability of a firm or industry to sustain economic shocks 
and upgrade, institutional literature on economic development argues that institutions can 
intervene and positively influence economic performance (Pietrobelli & Rabellotti, 2004).  
According to this view, regional economic performance is not exclusively determined by market 
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forces, or by government fiat.  Rather, local and intermediary institutions in business, 
government, and civil society arenas can assist local producers to achieve economic 
competitiveness by providing targeted supply- and demand-side supports.   
In agriculture, institutions that provide economic development supports include farm 
extension agencies, which assist farmers in improving production activities; farmers markets, 
which create physical marketplaces where local produce is sold; and regional agricultural 
marketing organizations, which promote produce from a specific region to targeted consumers 
(American, 1998; U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2003).  Agricultural institutions such as farm 
advisory offices and agricultural marketing organizations are often operated as public or 
nonprofit institutions (Derden-Little & Feenstra, 2006).  Farm extension offices, for example, are 
often supported by public universities.  In California, the University of California system is 
appropriated funding by the state legislature to provide farm advisory services to farmers through 
local extension offices (University, 2006a).  Placer County, a historically agricultural region, has 
a UC Cooperative Extension office that dates back to 1918.  This office has provided farm 
advisory services that include pest management and irrigation for the region’s farmers.   
In California, regional agricultural marketing organizations are funded by institutions that 
include county- and state-level government agencies and farmers’ associations.  Compared to 
farm advisory offices, regional marketing organizations are relatively new to California (Derden-
Little & Feenstra, 2006).  Placer County has been progressive in California in developing 
regional agricultural marketing organizations to promote its agriculture.  In 1994 the Placer 
County Government partially financed the start-up of the second regional agricultural marketing 
organization created in California, PlacerGROWN, which created a regional brand and logo for 
the county’s agricultural products (Campbell & Feenstra, 2001).  In 2001, the Placer County 
 14
Government created the Placer County Agricultural Marketing Director position, which was the 
first county-supported position of its kind in California (Derden-Little & Feenstra, 2006).  Placer 
County is thus uniquely equipped with agricultural institutions that reflect a historic and yet 
innovative agricultural community.   
This case identifies how local agricultural institutions can provide direct services to 
enhance the economic viability of a regional agricultural industry.  It describes and analyzes the 
historic development of key institutions, their related leaders, and its service delivery to the 
region’s farmers.  Moreover, it identifies how collaboration between institutions and with local 
farmers has facilitated the development of innovative strategies that have helped upgrade small-
scale farming.    
Part II. Agriculture’s History in Placer County 
 This section describes the historical context in which the mandarin industry has 
developed.  It details the rise of agriculture in Placer County during the early 20th century, its 
subsequent decline, and the conditions which led to the resurrection of small-scale farming and 
the mandarin industry in particular.6   
 The historical roots of the citrus industry in Placer County date back 200 years.   In the 
1800s, Welsh immigrants, lured by the region’s quarries, migrated to the region.  While working 
in the granite extraction industry, the immigrants cultivated their land with citrus and palm 
(Ricks et al., 2005).  Later, after the discovery of gold in the Sierra Nevada hills in 1848 and the 
growth of the region’s mining economy, an influx in population necessitated an expansion in 
agriculture.  Immigrants quickly discovered that agriculture flourished in the region’s favorable 
soils and climate (Ricks et al., 2005).  Mandarins, which were introduced to California by the 
Chinese, came into cultivation in Placer County by the 1900s.  In the 1930s, 60 percent of the 
                                                 
6 See Table 1.2 for a timeline of key historical events in the development of the mandarin industry.   
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region’s farms produced fruit, including pears, plums, cherries, citrus, apples, and persimmons 
(Campbell & Feenstra, 2001).   
In the 1950s, agriculture reached its peak.  Placer County became a nationally renowned 
producer of pear, plums, and peaches.  Local packing sheds became a centerpiece along the main 
streets of the county’s small towns, connecting farmers to wholesale distributors that sold to the 
East Coast via the county’s railroad network (Ricks et al. 2005).  The region’s farms were 
characteristically small-scale and family-owned.  Its growers formed a tight-knit social 
community.  The county’s local unit of the National Grange, an agricultural organization that 
represents and provides service to agricultural and rural interests, became an important social 
meeting place in the community during the 1940s and 1950s (Placer, 1996). 
Industry Decline 
However, after the 1950s, the consolidation of the industry, the rise of corporate farms, 
the occurrence of blight, and land development led the fruit industry and agriculture overall to 
decline in Placer County.  The U.S. Congress spurred the restructuring of the agricultural 
industry through the approval of the Central Valley Project in California, a system of dams, 
levies, and aqueducts aimed at providing flood production.  The Army Corps of Engineers 
implemented the project between 1937 and 1979.  As one of its functions, it redirected and 
channeled water to a southern region of the state known as the San Quaquin Valley.   With new 
access to an abundant water supply, San Quaquin farms subsequently boomed.  Large corporate 
farms arose, some covering tens of thousands of acres (Arax & Wartzman, 2005).   
The large economies of scale in production achieved by San Quaquin farmers reduced 
per unit production costs and made them highly competitive relative to small-scale farmers in 
Placer County.  In addition, San Quaquin Valley farmers enjoyed an earlier harvest season than 
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the farmers located farther north in Placer County.  Able to sell to the East Coast two weeks 
earlier and at cheaper prices, the San Quaquin Valley conquered Placer County’s key markets.  
With prices falling and markets lost, the Placer County fruit industry fell into decline.  In the 
1960s the industry took another hit.  A devastating pear blight destroyed large segments of Placer 
County’s pear orchards, its agricultural mainstay.  The devastation was dramatic.  Within a few 
days entire orchards wilted and died (Ricks et al. 2005).     
With the decline in orchards, the strong community of multi-generational farming 
families in the fruit industry also began to erode.  Many farmers sold their land and left the 
region.  For the aging farmers that remained, many retired or passed away, while the next 
generations pursued careers unrelated to agriculture.  The subsequent closing of fruit packing 
sheds, which began in the late 1960s and was nearly competed by the late 1970s, intensified the 
pace of decline.   
Although the pear blight disrupted the farming practices of the majority of the county’s 
fruit growers, a few growers survived.  They survived mainly by diversifying away from pears 
into other crops.  One of these farmers, Frank Poyer, managed his risk by planting mandarin 
oranges.  He promoted his strategy to other farmers in the county during the 1950s.  By the late 
1950s several growers followed suit and planted mandarin trees (Ricks et al., 2005).   
From the 1950s to the late 1980s, the mandarin industry consisted of a few independent 
small-scale growers.  Although socially close, the small group of mandarin growers did not share 
much information relating to farm production.  In addition, they maintained their own exclusive 
markets, selling to select distributors or via on-farm sales.  As growers kept their farm 
knowledge to themselves, individuals interested in growing mandarins struggled to obtain 
production information from other local sources.  According to one grower, who began growing 
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in the mid-1970s, entry into the industry was not welcomed by the long-time mandarin growers.  
He states, “Farmers did not want competition within their set markets”.   Even obtaining trees 
proved difficult.  Most local nurseries did not have mandarins in stock nor maintain efficient 
supplier relationships with producers.  During this time, one particular nursery in the county took 
two years to receive its stock from a Southern California tree producer.   
As most small-scale farms declined and the mandarin industry remained small in terms of 
the number of growers and level of production, land development occurred due to significant 
increases in population propelled by growth in the nearby Sacramento metropolitan area 
(Feenstra & King, 2001).  Between 1970 and 1980, Placer County’s population increased by 51 
percent.7  During the period of 1980 to 1990, population rose by 48 percent.  Although the rate of 
growth slowed to 43 percent between 1990 and 2000, it was still over three times higher than the 
state average of 13 percent (California Department, 2005).   Recent statistics indicate a 
continuation of these trends.  From 2000 to 2004, population growth continued to increase in the 
county at a rate of 23 percent, while the state’s population increased by 6 percent (U.S. Census, 
2005).  The county’s most fertile lands, located in the southwestern section of the county, are 
closest to the expanding Sacramento metropolitan region.  This has had direct implications on 
the loss of farmland.  Total acreage in all agricultural industries decreased by 35 percent from 
1978 to 2001 (Campbell & Feenstra, 2001).  As a result of industry changes and growth, 
agriculture consistently declined after the 1950s in terms of production and acreage. 
Institutional Groundwork to Sustain Agriculture 
 In the late 1980s, community concerns about growth and the loss of farmland coalesced 
into public action.  Between 1980 and 1990, the county’s agricultural base composed less than 
                                                 
7 See Tables 1.3 and 1.4 in the appendix for state and county trends in population and income in Placer County and 
California. 
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one percent of the state’s agricultural production and formed an average 0.56 percent of the 
county’s annual business earnings (U.S. Department of Commerce, 2005).  Contributing only a 
negligible share to the state’s total agricultural product and the county’s total earnings, local 
farmers in Placer County were in a seemingly weak position to leverage support from public or 
private institutions.  However, the agricultural industry’s deep connections to the region’s history 
and the relationships between remaining farmers, citizens, and public leaders provided political 
leverage. The social embeddedness of the industry became demonstrated in the late 1980s, when 
community members publicly advocated sustaining the industry on the basis of its direct and 
indirect benefits to the community.  
 With population growth and land development becoming high-profile political agendas, 
decision-making within the Placer County Government8 in the late 1980s and early 1990s began 
to turn supportive of agriculture.  In 1987, the Placer County Agricultural Study was 
commissioned by the Placer County Board of Supervisors and executed by the Placer County 
Planning Department to understand better the county’s agricultural trends.  Favorable legislation 
was also developed during the same period.  In 1989 an Agricultural Element was added to the 
Placer County Comprehensive Plan to protect existing agricultural areas and a Right to Farm 
ordinance was developed to protect farmers against litigation from neighbors (Campbell & 
Feenstra, 2001).   
The county government also became involved in supporting community-based initiatives 
related to direct marketing.  In 1988, Joanne Neft, a local agricultural advocate, established the 
Foothill Farmers’ Markets in Placer County.  The Placer County Government allocated $25,000 
to assist in establishing it as a nonprofit organization.  The markets reestablished direct consumer 
outlets in the county after having disappeared nearly sixty years prior.   
                                                 
8 See Chart 1.3 in the appendix for an organizational chart of the Placer County Government. 
 19
This early attempt to promote direct consumer outlets, though, was not immediately 
successful.  Despite the creation of a physical marketplace and the introduction of favorable 
legislation, the Foothill Farmers’ Markets struggled at the outset.   This was predominantly due 
to weak marketing and a low membership base of participating farmers.  It became evident to 
members in the community that a widespread campaign was needed to raise citizens’ awareness 
of the quality of local agriculture and attract them as consumers. 
In response, a group of citizens from the agricultural community developed a strategy to 
locally promote Placer County’s agricultural produce.  To craft their plan, the county relied on 
Sonoma Select, a direct marketing organization created by Sonoma County, which was the first 
local agricultural marketing organization created in California.  Community members in Placer 
County sought to create a nonprofit organization based on Sonoma Select to provide marketing 
assistance to all of Placer County’s agricultural industries.  Due to the high-front end costs 
associated with establishing a nonprofit, they turned to the county for support (Campbell & 
Feenstra, 2001).   
Over 50 citizen leaders publicly discussed the opportunities presented by an agricultural 
marketing organization in 1994 during an “Ag Forum” meeting organized by the Placer County 
Government.  The goal of the meeting was to develop a strategy to sustain agriculture in the 
region (Campbell & Feenstra, 2001).  The motive for involvement, though, reflected an 
undercurrent of concern regarding population growth and the potential future of the region.  
According to Gail Feenstra, a researcher that followed this movement, “The rapid pace of growth 
created a sense of immediate threat, which galvanized citizens into a more proactive posture” 
(Campbell & Feenstra, 2001, p. 209).  Only four months after the Ag Forum meeting, the Placer 
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County Board of Supervisors appropriated $97,458 to help establish PlacerGROWN as a 
nonprofit agricultural marketing organization (Campbell & Feenstra, 2001).  
PlacerGROWN laid out a marketing and institutional infrastructure for future efforts to 
upgrade the county’s small-scale mandarin industry.  The creation of the institution built 
relationships within the agricultural community, demonstrated a commitment by the county to 
support agriculture, and increased the community’s awareness of local agriculture and direct 
markets.  During its first year, PlacerGROWN engaged in a vigorous consumer marketing 
campaign.  It distributed 70,000 tabloid inserts in local newspapers and a farm trails guide with 
producers, restaurants, caterers and bed and breakfasts.  It also distributed educational packets to 
the media, consumers, growers, restaurants, and caterers.  In addition, it created and 
disseminated marketing materials at festivals, fairs, and community events (Campbell & 
Feenstra, 2001).   
PlacerGROWN also delivered educational services to farmers during its first year.  It 
conducted a course on agricultural marketing and helped create the annual Placer County Farm 
Conference.  The conference, which is organized by the UC Cooperative Extension, covers 
topics ranging from production techniques for specific crops to water management and value-
added marketing.  According to Feenstra, “It is doubtful that any county in the nation, even those 
with ag marketing programs similar to PlacerGROWN, has witnessed such a concentrated and 
comprehensive educational campaign related to sustainable community development over such a 
short period of time” (Campbell & Feenstra, 2001, p. 212).  Following the establishment of 
PlacerGROWN, a survey indicated that 80.6 percent of consumers in the area would choose a 
local fruit “always” or “a lot” if it were readily available (Campbell & Feenstra, 2001, p. 212).   
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Since the marketing campaign of PlacerGROWN, sales at the Foothill Farmers’ Markets 
have increased and the number of markets has expanded.  As mentioned, from 1988 to 2006, the 
number of farmers’ markets increased from two to seventeen throughout the county.  According 
to Christine Turner, Placer County’s Agricultural Commissioner, the number of markets is high 
for a county with such a small agricultural base.  In the last four years, the Foothill Farmers’ 
Market membership and income has grown between 20 to 30 percent.  As evidenced by the 
improved performance of the farmers’ markets, local consumers responded favorably to the 
direct marketing campaign. 
Changes in Leadership 
At the same time PlacerGROWN was created, new leadership arose within the Placer 
County Government that reflected a “pro ag” stance.  The actions taken by new leaders increased 
the government’s support of local agriculture.  This was demonstrated by changes that occurred 
within the Placer County Agricultural Commission, an elected group that controls decision-
making within the Placer County Agriculture Department.  Prior to the late 1990s, the 
Agricultural Commission’s activities focused historically on regulating the industry and 
managing applications for and cancellations of agricultural easements under the Williamson Act, 
a state program that grants preferential taxation to agricultural land owners that agree to not 
develop their property for a specified number of years (California Farm, 2005).  According to a 
county planner, Placer County’s citizens elected a new “activist” group of Agricultural 
Commissioners in the late-1990s, which has more actively represented agricultural interests in 
county-wide land use decision-making.   For example, in the last three years, the Agricultural 
Commission has taken on the role of developing and evaluating entitlements.   Their 
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involvement in the planning process has thus established new roles for the Agricultural 
Commission in land use issues.     
In 1999 the Agricultural Commission hired a new Agricultural Commissioner to head the 
Placer County Agriculture Department.  According to several sources, the county’s prior 
Commissioner exercised a predominantly regulatory role.  He also made departmental changes to 
reduce the county’s agricultural budget.  The new Agricultural Commissioner, Christine Turner, 
reflects the pro-ag orientation of the Agricultural Commission.  In addition to acting as a 
regulator of the industry, she accepts as one of her responsibilities the promotion of the county’s 
agriculture.   She thus represents the interests of local agricultural industries when meeting with 
county supervisors, planners, and members of the Board of Economic Development. 
In 2001 Joanne Neft, the advocate that founded the Foothills Farmers’ Market, entered 
into a contract with the Placer County Government to serve as the first county-supported 
Agricultural Marketing Director in California.  The position, situated in the Agriculture 
Department, consists of a one-year renewable contract.  The county has renewed and 
appropriated $75,000 annually for the contract for four consecutive years.  Neft’s position is 
multifaceted.  In her daily activities, she represents all of the county’s agricultural industries and 
promotes them to local television networks, newspapers, and tourism organizations while 
coordinating with growers to plan activities.  She also develops agricultural guides and meets 
regularly with the Agricultural Commission.  Her promotion of local agriculture has attracted 
media coverage throughout the state focusing on the county’s agricultural heritage.  Articles on 
the mandarin industry have been published in the San Francisco Chronicle, The Sacramento 
Bee, and The Furrow magazine, while persimmons, another Placer County commodity, have 
been profiled in the Los Angeles Times Magazine.   
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Also in 2001, Cindy Fake, a citrus horticulture specialist, joined the Placer/Nevada 
Counties University of California (UC) Extension office to serve as a farm advisor for the 
institution’s horticulture division.  The horticulture division of the UC Cooperative Extension 
addresses issues of soil management, integrated pest management, and crop production 
techniques appropriate for the foothill region (University, 2005a).  It also assists new farmers in 
evaluating production sites and new crop opportunities.  Fake has specialized knowledge in 
citrus production and a background in direct marketing that resonates with Neft and Turner’s 
strategy to promote local agriculture.  In addition, Fake’s role enables her to form close 
relationships with the mandarin growers.  While Turner has a regulatory role and Neft promotes 
all of Placer County’s agricultural industries, Fake’s work is exclusively supportive and directed 
to serve the needs of the region’s fruit growers, especially those that grow citrus.    
Early Promotion of Mandarins 
As PlacerGROWN was founded and changes in leadership occurred within the 
Agriculture Department and UC Cooperative Extension, a vision was developed by Joanne Neft 
to upgrade the county’s mandarin industry.  In 1991 Joanne Neft traveled with Janice Thompson, 
a local farmer, to study Apple Hill, a successful agritourism strategy in the Sierra Nevada 
foothills of Eldorado County.   As in Placer County, the farmers of Apple Hill also suffered from 
the pear blight of the 1960s.  Farmers responded to the crisis by shifting into apple production 
and incorporating agritourism into their farm operations.  The agritourism strategy, created by 
the region’s full-time farmers, was and still is situated around apple production, apple harvest 
festivals, and on-farm bake shops that produce pies, preserves, and other processed goods.   
Since its creation, agritourism has been extremely successful, attracting upwards of 1,000,000 
tourists annually.   
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After touring Apple Hill and visiting with Apple Hill’s leaders, Neft was struck by the 
idea of creating an indigenous agritourism strategy in Placer County.  Thompson suggested 
basing it in mandarin orange production.  Together, Neft and Thompson envisioned mandarin-
themed public festivals, agricultural tours, and on-farm activities.  After returning to Placer 
County, Neft became active in implementing her vision.  As her first step, she coordinated with 
the Newcastle Business Association in Newcastle, a town located in Placer County.  Each year, 
the association held an art and music festival in their downtown area.  Neft approached them 
with the idea of transforming it into a mandarin festival and holding it during the harvest season.  
They accepted the idea.  In 1994, three years after her visit to Apple Hill, Neft and the Newcastle 
Business Association began the Mountain Mandarin Festival.  They received $2,000 from the 
Placer County Board of Supervisors to assist in organizing the event.  Since 1994, the Placer 
County Board of Supervisors has allocated between $1,200 and $2,000 annually to support the 
festival.    
The Mountain Mandarin Festival, now in its twelfth year, has progressively become a 
significant direct market for local mandarin farmers.  Only Placer County growers are permitted 
to sell at the event.  At its inception, it attracted 1,500 attendees.  In the last few years, it has 
become a high profile affair that attracts individuals from the Sacramento Valley and the Bay 
Area.  In 2000, the yearly increase in crowds attracted to downtown Newcastle for the one-day 
festival led it to outgrow its location.  In that year, the festival attracted approximately 9,000 
visitors, resulting in traffic that congested the small downtown’s surface streets and blocked 
freeway off-ramps.  The sheriff gave 500 parking violation tickets to attendees and the California 
Highway Patrol sent a letter to the festival organizers requesting a change of venue.  In response, 
the Mountain Mandarin Festival was relocated in 2001 to the Placer County Fairgrounds, a larger 
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venue in the nearby city of Auburn, and extended into a two-day event.  In 2005 over 35,000 
individuals attended.  As a result of the festival’s significant draw, some of the industry’s smaller 
growers sell all of their fruit during the two-day festival.   
Part III: The Growth of the Mandarin Industry 
 The rise of the Mountain Mandarin Festival and the mandarin industry in general has 
been facilitated by local institutions that have assisted growers in expanding production, 
applying quality production techniques, and identifying direct marketing opportunities.  The 
following section outlines how leaders from the key institutions of the UC Cooperative 
Extension and Placer County Agriculture Department have enabled local farmers to develop 
collective efficiencies, trust, and intersectoral linkages.  It will then explain how these three 
conditions have assisted the mandarin industry in accessing knowledge to produce high quality 
fruit and capture direct markets.   
Collective Efficiencies 
The UC Cooperative Extension and the Placer County Agriculture Department have 
helped the mandarin industry to develop collective efficiencies in production and marketing.  
Collective efficiencies are defined as resources that provide competitive advantages to all firms 
located in a regional industry.  They include skilled labor and inputs, specialized knowledge, and 
market access (Schmitz, 1995).  The development of collective efficiencies in the mandarin 
industry has been the result of a critical mass of capable leaders with a consistent vision and the 
creation of loosely coupled networks.  Incremental changes in leadership since the late 1990s has 
resulted in a current group of leaders that shares similar values and works effectively together.  
This has eased the process of mustering up the resources necessary to set goals and implement 
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programs.   It has also transmitted a consistent vision of current strategies and goals to the 
industry’s growers.   
Turner and Fake indicate that they share a “great synergy” working together and with 
Neft.  In addition to regulating the industry, Turner ensures that farmers are educated on county 
and state laws and promotes land use policies to the county government that are favorable to 
agricultural interests.  Fake has provided growers with specialized knowledge in small-scale 
farming and citrus production.  Neft’s marketing expertise, experience in social entrepreneurship, 
and passion for agriculture have enabled local farmers to expand their direct marketing 
opportunities.  As the key leaders in the mandarin industry, the close relationships shared by 
these women have facilitated porous boundaries of knowledge, whereby they and their respective 
institutions benefit from each others’ strengths to promote their shared goal of upgrading the 
industry.  As a result, the farmers have acquired access to knowledge that they could not have 
obtained independently.    
The mandarin industry is part of a loosely coupled network that links growers to research, 
consultant expertise, and other direct marketing models from inside and outside of the region.  
An industry is defined as loosely coupled when its firms are informed about the greater 
economic, political, and social conditions through their production relationships with firms in 
other regions.   These relationships promote the development of deep bases of knowledge about 
the industry and greater economic environment, resulting in knowledge spillovers in all of the 
firms linked to the network (Grabher, 1990).  Within the context of the mandarin industry, Cindy 
Fake, Joanne Neft, and Christine Turner have helped develop a loosely coupled network through 
their strong relationships with university organizations and regional and national leaders in 
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sustainable small-scale farming.  Through this network, they have accessed knowledge to 
generate collective efficiencies in program design and service delivery to farmers.   
Cindy Fake, the UC Cooperative Extension farm advisor, solicits input from the growers 
when designing the workshops conducted by the UC Cooperative Extension.  The extension has 
brought state and national leaders in small-scale farming and direct marketing into the region to 
provide information relevant to growers’ needs.  In 2005, for instance, the extension brought a 
national expert in agritourism to educate local farmers in a Farm Conference session.  The UC 
Cooperative Extension has also incorporated information from the entire University of California 
system, which includes individual UC campuses and the UC Sustainable Agriculture and 
Research Program (SAREP), a state-wide program that produces research and education for 
agricultural and food systems (University, 2006b).  The office of UC SAREP is based at UC, 
Davis, which is highly specialized in agricultural sciences and located closest to Placer County 
among the campuses in the UC system.   
UC SAREP researchers have produced a variety of research reports to support Placer 
County’s agriculture and the mandarin industry in particular.  In 2001, UC SAREP produced the 
Placer County Foodshed Report, which analyzed the historic and current trends of local food 
production and consumption and measured the sustainability of the region’s food supply 
(Feenstra & King, 2001).  In 2002, Fake and researchers from the UC SAREP collaborated to 
produce the cost study, Sample Costs to Establish a Mandarin Orchard and Produce Mandarins 
for prospective growers (Fake et al., 2002).  Through this research, program leaders and growers 
have become more informed about industry opportunities and constraints.   
Likewise, the Placer County Agriculture Department has commissioned research from 
the UC system and an environmental consultant.  It has also participated in study missions to 
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inform program strategies and goals.  In 2002 an environmental consultant was commissioned to 
produced the report, Western Placer County Agricultural Land Assessment Study, which 
evaluated the trends in the current industry relating to land use, water, commodity concentration, 
industry earnings, and production (North, 2002).  This report was used to support several pro-ag 
measures, including Placer Legacy, a county easement program.  In 2005, UC SAREP assisted 
Joanne Neft as the Placer County Agricultural Marketing Director by providing knowledge about 
local marketing opportunities in Assessing the Local Marketing Potential for Mandarin Growers 
in Placer County.   In this report, the relatively higher demand for mandarins in the northeastern 
states of Oregon and Washington were identified.  This helped to inform the industry about 
larger nonlocal markets that growers could target (Ricks et al., 2005).  In addition, Neft has 
drawn from the model of Apple Hill in Eldorado County and organized study missions with local 
stakeholders to develop local agritourism initiatives.  Local leaders have thus utilized the 
resources from their respective institutions to feed a network that is highly open to receiving and 
incorporating new information.    
The spatial proximity shared by the UC Cooperative Extension and the Placer County 
Agriculture Department has resulted in blended knowledge bases that enhance the leaders’ 
ability to maximize the quality of services provided to farmers.  Both Turner and Fake agree that 
their close working relationship is unusual for UC Cooperative Extensions and County 
Agriculture Departments.  Denoting the strong support that they give each other in delivering 
services to the industry, Turner says that Fake “understates her role in giving continual 
encouragement to the industry”.  It should be noted that the UC Cooperative Extension and 
Agriculture Department are housed in the same office building.  According to one county 
planner: “[In this building], professionals are networked with similar objectives and visions from 
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the state, local, and federal governments.”  Turner shares information from the California 
Department of Food and Agriculture with the UC Cooperative Extension, while Fake shares 
information from the UC system.  They also serve on the same agriculture-related committees 
and normally attend the same meetings.   
The mandarin growers interviewed for the study spoke positively about the effectiveness 
of local institutions and its leaders in supporting the industry.  Nonnative and the first women 
taking on such roles in the county, it is especially interesting to consider the success of Turner, 
Fake, and Neft in building trust with a predominantly male group of growers.  According to one 
new farmer with a background in business marketing, “Cindy is just the best”.  Another grower 
stated, “The work of Joanne Neft elevated the possibility of gains from farming.  She increased 
awareness that just a little help will support farms.”  According to another grower, “Farmers 
cannot operate alone.  They need to have stakeholders in county government.”  In respect to the 
county’s marketing strategy, one grower indicated, “Most farmers are satisfied”.   
Trust among Growers 
Growing trust among growers has enabled individual mandarin growers to enhance 
production techniques and implement regional marketing strategies that they could not undertake 
alone.  Direct marketing, as the most advantageous vehicle for securing local markets at retail 
prices, appeals to the needs of the entire grower community.  Related group-centered programs 
in production and marketing through the UC Cooperative Extension, the Placer County 
Agriculture Department, and the Mountain Mandarin Growers’ Association have created venues 
whereby mandarin growers have developed group trust and a shared identity by learning about 
their common interests and struggles in the industry.  They have recognized that collaboration is 
essential in maintaining quality production and accessing regional direct markets.  As a result, 
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the region’s growers rely upon each other in production and marketing activities to enhance their 
regional competitiveness.   
The Shared Interests of Growers 
   There are several reasons why the region’s institutions have been effective in developing 
trust.  First, the county’s mandarin growers are market driven and have a shared motive to keep 
their farms economically viable.  Although most farmers have second jobs and their farm income 
composes a smaller share of their total income, they consider their work a business.  According 
to Fake, the term “hobby farmer” would insult 90 percent of the county’s mandarin growers. 
Fake states: “They rely on farm income, are serious about what they do, and are very committed, 
as demonstrated by the time they devote and their emphasis on quality.”  Also the manager of the 
UC Cooperative Extension’s master gardener program, which does indeed consist of hobby 
farmers, Fake contends that there is a “clear dividing line” that delineates the county’s mandarin 
growers from hobby farmers.    
Second, they understand and strive to satisfy consumer expectations, especially those 
relating to quality.  Because farmers require retail prices to remain economically viable yet 
cannot access traditional retail outlets, they must target niche markets on the basis of quality.  
When asked what their consumers expect from their fruit, all of the growers interviewed 
indicated that quality was the most important attribute.  To access local markets, they are vigilant 
about producing mandarins that are fresher and have a superior taste than those produced by 
corporate farms and sold in retail supermarkets.  In turn, they have gained a reputation for 
quality.  According to one broker from the Bay Area that sells to high-end grocery stores, Placer 
County’s mandarins are known for their above average quality.  The UC Cooperative Extension 
has served a critical role in this process.  In 2004 and 2005 the UC organized a blind tasting of 
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mandarins from different local orchards to evaluate the factors involved in producing high 
quality fruit.  When red scale, a parasite that discolors the outer peel, threatened local growers’ 
crops in 2004, the UC coordinated a voluntary scale management program that was funded 
collectively by the local farmers (University, 2005b).    
The mandarin growers are concerned about protecting their shared reputation.  They are 
collectively represented by the PlacerGROWN brand and logo.  One farmer illustrated the 
importance of quality and reputation by explaining, “A person may eat one hundred good 
mandarins, but only remember the bad one”.  The growers have assisted each other to maintain 
high quality.   Starting in about 2002, a long-time mandarin grower coordinated with the 
mandarin community to educate its members on how to distinguish quality in mandarin produce.  
Another long-time grower indicated that he never misses a Mountain Mandarin Growers’ 
Association meeting.  He attends to ensure that “new guys do things right in freshness and 
packing.  It is essential for the rest [of the group] to stay in the industry.”  In 2005, the growers’ 
association began to develop a quality standards protocol.  A committee from the association is 
working to finalize and implement the standards.  As another example, mandarin growers 
organized in 2003 to complain to the county about the selling of fruit on roadway stands by 
growers from outside of the county.  Multiple growers explained that the fruit sold at the 
roadside stands was of an inferior quality.  They feared that local consumers would associate it 
with their local produce.  The Placer County Government prohibits roadside selling of produce, 
but the code had not been enforced in the past.  It is now actively enforced.  Produce can only be 
sold at designated farmers’ markets, which are open to farmers from inside or outside of the 
county.   
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 Thirdly, nonmarket motives strengthen the growers’ dedication to their own farms and 
the industry.  Farming provides them with a unique lifestyle.  To maintain it, the orchard must be 
profitable to survive.  According to a study performed by the USDA Economic Research 
Service, the nation’s semi-retired and residential farmers measure farming success more on the 
ability of the farm to provide a rural lifestyle, rather than an adequate income (Perry, 1999).  
While the mandarin growers interviewed indicated that profit was a key motivator, all agreed 
that lifestyle was a valued outcome resulting from their work.   
 The growers that were interviewed explained that the lifestyle provided by farming 
enables them to exercise a rural pace of life, express personal values with regard to the 
environment, and develop social connections with a likeminded community.   One new grower 
reported enjoying a “very close relationship with the mandarin growers and other farmers”.  
Another farmer indicated that he equates farming with “being able to see tangible benefits from 
your work”.  One farmer from one of the county’s long-time farming families stated that he 
enjoys the work because of the “lifestyle, sense of place, and purpose” it provides.  Despite the 
market challenges and pressures from land development, he remains a farmer because “leaving 
[his farm] would require a major change of life”.  To afford the land required to establish a farm 
elsewhere, “he would have to go far way.”  Indeed, since the attraction of new and experienced 
growers during the 1990s, no one has left the mandarin industry.   
Signs of Trust 
Trust was not a characteristic of the mandarin industry’s growth during the mid- to late 
1990s.  As the Mountain Mandarin Festival began, the UC Cooperative Extension began to offer 
a series of promotional workshops on mandarin production during the mid-1990s as part of the 
Placer County Farm Conference.  During this period, one grower noted that the industry attracted 
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new and experienced farmers that were “looking at a business opportunity”.  A grower that 
acquired mandarin trees in 1990 indicated that the competitiveness and individualism among the 
grower community was evident:  “Other farmers didn’t help me set up my mandarin crop… they 
didn’t want invasion of their markets”.  As a result, this particular farmer relied upon his existing 
knowledge base in agriculture and used several books to guide him in starting his orchard.   
Trust emerged in the mandarin industry as growers began to interact with one another to 
examine an industry-wide problem.  As an alternate bearing crop, mandarins bear heavy fruit 
every other year.  By 2002, the maturation of trees planted during the early to mid-1990s and the 
growth in competition from new mandarin producers signaled to farmers that they could no 
longer “sit on the farm and wait for the product to be sold”.  In 2002 the county’s mandarin 
industry experienced a heavy bearing season.9  Although the Mountain Mandarin Festival was 
growing in popularity, the market outlet was not sufficiently large enough for the county’s larger 
growers.  By speaking to one another, the growers learned that they had a shared need to capture 
new markets to sell their growing level of output.    
Rising levels of production due to the maturation of the industry’s trees set the stage for 
collaborative problem-solving based on trust.  Institutional leaders and interested growers began 
to consider agritourism to capture new markets.  As a result, they decided to reexamine the 
model applied in Apple Hill.   Neft, Fake, Turner and approximately eight new and experienced 
growers traveled to Apple Hill in 2003 to study the orchards.  They met with Apple Hill’s local 
leaders and evaluated the region’s strategy in the context of developing an approach unique to 
the mandarin industry in Placer County.  After returning from the study tour, significant signs of 
collaboration appeared within the grower community.  The local growers, interested in 
                                                 
9 See Table 1.6 in the appendix for mandarin orange commodity trends in acreage, bearing, and value from 2000 to 
2003.   
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expanding agritourism in Placer County, recognized that collective action was necessary.  They 
decided to meet regularly to develop and implement a plan.  They carried this out by organizing 
monthly meetings over pizza to discuss their interests.  By the end of 2003 these individuals 
founded the informal Mountain Mandarin Growers’ Association.  The founders continued their 
meetings over pizza and transformed them into association gatherings open to the entire grower 
community.   
The events of 2003 signaled a major change in the way mandarin farmers operated in the 
region.  The manner in which farmers negotiated challenges and opportunities in production and 
marketing began to shift from independent to collaborative.  After 2003, growers began to work 
with the UC Cooperative Extension and Placer County Agricultural Marketing Director to 
leverage the popular Mountain Mandarin Festival and develop innovative strategies to raise the 
competitiveness not just of their own farm, but of the entire grower community.  
Cindy Fake was instrumental in facilitating collaboration and trust by delivering group-
centered services to the mandarin community.  During her first encounters with the mandarin 
grower community in 2001, when she began working at the UC Cooperative Extension, Fake 
found the group pessimistic about the future of the industry.  In 2003, Fake worked with long-
time growers to identify problems in farm production by surveying the grower community and 
conducting a needs assessment.  Farmers indicated that pest management, one of Fake’s areas of 
expertise, was a problem.  In response, she developed a seminar focusing on the topic and 
personally invited experienced growers to attend.  While providing group-centered educational 
services, she also encouraged farmers to share knowledge and rely upon each other.  As a result 
of her close connection to the group, she has become aware of the expertise of its members and 
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is able to broker knowledge.  When contacted by a grower with a question, she refers them to 
another grower that has the answer.   
Shortly after the second trip to Apple Hill and the development of group-centered 
seminars in 2003, Fake began to organize field meetings at growers’ orchards.  In these field 
meetings, which continue to meet monthly six to eight times a year, the group focuses on a 
particular topic within the context of the orchard visited.  During the visit, the owner of the 
orchard talks about his or her trees and discusses issues and concerns with the attendees.  The 
topics have included irrigation practices, pest management, pruning, and orchard floor 
management.  In response to current growers’ needs, recent workshops have focused on 
marketing.  In the initial meetings between twelve to fifteen new and experienced growers 
attended.  As the meetings over pizza and at orchards have continued, though, attendance has 
risen.  Today, the attendance has reached 20 and above.  One long-time grower in the region 
indicated that Fake’s group-centered educational programs represent a change in the UC 
Cooperative Extension office’s method of service delivery.  In the past, UC farm advisors 
usually performed farm calls and assisted farmers individually.   
The group’s participation in these activities represents a great shift in the region’s 
agricultural community.  In the 1950s and 1960s, the region’s farmers regarded their production 
practices, opportunities, and constraints as secrets not to be shared.  Based on the success gained 
from the Mountain Mandarin Festival, Fake and Neft have demonstrated that the key to 
sustainability is in high quality production and regional marketing.  According to Fake, the 
growers “realize that competitive advantage is generated by collaborative efforts”.   
Close interactions have created a trust that has facilitated new opportunities in production 
and marketing.  Since the creation of the growers’ association, farmers engage in collective 
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purchasing for packing crates and parasitic wasps to combat pests.  Depending on their 
production practices, some purchase pesticides and fertilizer together.  Additional examples of 
collaboration include the group ownership of a trailer and the sharing of equipment.  In my 
interviews of growers, all but one said that they rely on other farmers and others rely on them 
when farm problems arise.  The farm advisor and agricultural commissioner describe these 
collaborative strategies implemented by farmers as an outgrowth of the UC Cooperative 
Extension’s activities.   
The mandarin community exemplifies how shared goals can motivate diverse individuals 
to work collaboratively and avoid conflict.  Despite their different backgrounds, new and 
experienced farmers in the industry have formed close relationships based on a regional identity 
and collaborative efforts.  This has resulted in a mutually beneficial exchange of knowledge.  
New farmers have participated in the Farm Conference, workshops, farmers’ markets, and 
festival and interacted with experienced growers in the process.  Many of the new growers have 
incorporated business skills and knowledge from previous careers into their farming and have 
been successful as a result.  For instance, one new grower has developed a line of mandarin-
based value-added products while another has established a retail produce store in a historic 
downtown packing shed.  The success experienced by new growers in producing and selling 
their produce in direct markets has enhanced their credibility in the eyes of the region’s long-
time farmers.  New farmers have thus increased the knowledge base of the group by sharing their 
business-related knowledge with experienced farmers and demonstrating the gains possible from 
expanding farm activities from production into marketing.   
 As collaboration has become a fundamental characteristic of their operations, the growers 
have engaged in long-term planning to address problems and pursue opportunities.  As 
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mentioned, they are currently represented by the PlacerGROWN brand and logo, which is used 
by all agricultural producers within Placer County.  However, growers are now in the process of 
creating a “Mountain Mandarin” brand and logo to distinguish their produce by region and 
commodity.  They are also working to formalize their Mountain Mandarin Growers’ Association 
and establish enforceable standards for quality in their bylaws.  In addition to their industry 
activities, in 2005 they organized themselves politically to further a shared goal.  Together with 
local vintners, the mandarin farmers are currently lobbying Placer County to pass an ordinance to 
allow directional signage for agritourism.   
Intersectoral Linkages 
Another key component of success has been the development of intersectoral linkages.  
Intersectoral linkages occur when expertise from a given industry is applied to engage in 
production activities in another industry sector (Pietrobelli & Rabellotti, 2004).  In the mandarin 
industry, this has been exemplified by farmers’ involvement in not only farm production, but 
tourism, the arts, and retail business activities.  The examples below indicate how intersectoral 
linkages have provided the structure for a long-term upgrading strategy.  
Using the model of Apple Hill, Joanne Neft, the Placer County Agriculture Marketing 
Director, has promoted a long-term goal of economic sustainability through agritourism.  While 
her vision emerged in 1991 during her trip with Janice Thompson, it wasn’t until the heavy 
bearing year of 2002 that the region had the critical mass of growers and level of production 
necessary to galvanize the grower community to participate.  When this occurred, the second 
tour of Apple Hill in 2003 served to inspire leaders in the grower community by demonstrating a 
tangible goal to pursue.    
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 In 2004 mandarin farmers worked with Neft and the Arts Council of Placer County to 
create the inaugural Mountain Mandarin Tour.  The tour demonstrates how the industry is 
networking with tourism, business, and community groups in the region.  It consists of a 
guidebook that lists local mandarin farmers that open their orchards to artists and the public 
during the weekends of the harvest season.  At the orchards, artists from the community work 
and sell to visitors of the tour.  The varieties of art include silk screenings, sculptural ceramics, 
metal sculpture, black and white ink drawings, and naked raku (Dice, 2005).  The idea stems 
from Neft’s greater vision of linking agriculture to tourism, heritage, and the arts.  In a recent 
interview, Neft stated, “Frankly, arts and agriculture are appreciated by the same folks.  People 
who enjoy eating in-season, freshly picked, wholesome local produce are the same ones who 
appreciate the visual arts, theatre, dance and music.  Both arts and agriculture are substantial 
economic drivers in this region, so why not blend them?  We are bringing the best of both worlds 
to Placer County” (Dice, 2005).    
The festival and tour have generated strong linkages between mandarin growers and 
community members.  The festival has woven the mandarin industry into local culture while the 
tour has connected its orchards with local residents.  Many residents in the community, for 
example, have developed a new tradition of visiting orchards during the harvest season and 
purchasing cases of mandarins to give as gifts during the holidays.  Local farmers and 
institutional leaders agree that raising the cultural significance of agriculture to residents is 
critical to sustaining the industry.  One farmer explained: “The tour helps people in the area 
realize that agriculture is located around the corner.  It makes people aware and puts a face with 
a business.”   
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Members of the business community have also recently become involved in agritourism.  
Again, Joanne Neft facilitated the linkage.  In the summer of 2005, Neft was offered the 
Executive Director position of the Sierra Business Council (SBC), an organization that 
represents over 500 businesses, agencies, and individuals within California’s 18-county Sierra 
Nevada region (Sierra, 2006).  Ultimately she declined the offer, but during her discussion with 
the organization’s staff, she leveraged the opportunity to promote her goals related to agritourism 
in Placer County.   She suggested that the council start a conversation within the business 
community to promote the development of an art, agriculture, and heritage tourism strategy to 
enhance the economic sustainability of the three in the Sierra Nevada region.  The SBC accepted 
the idea and promoted it as their own, including it as a section in their annual conference in 
October 2005.  The session was attended by 80 people, including farmers, business owners, and 
vintners, as well as representatives from the hotel industry, arts community, and county 
government. 
By developing a linkage with the SBC, the mandarin community has the potential to 
expand marketing with regional and state-level agencies and encourage investment by local 
businesses in art, agriculture, and heritage tourism.  The SBC seeks to develop intersectoral 
linkages with agriculture, heritage, and the arts to promote greater levels of political and 
financial support for all three.  The SBC’s conference on the topic sought to promote two goals: 
first, it intended to initiate local conversations within counties or groups of counties to promote 
arts, agricultural, and heritage tourism. Secondly, it sought to identify state-level organizations 
that the SBC, as a larger regional organization, could leverage to provide supports, such as 
heritage corridor legislation to support related farm trails, maps, signage, and parks.  
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Relationships with the California Heritage Council or state travel and tourism groups are 
additional possibilities under consideration. 
 As a result of recently formed intersectoral linkages, the mandarin industry now consists 
of a community of growers with deeper links to tourism, the arts, business, and local residents.  
These connections have enabled the industry to upgrade from exclusive commodity production 
into retail and tourism-based activities that produce services with an experiential value, 
incorporating cultural expression and heritage learning.  The formation of intersectoral linkages 
has occurred as an incremental process that began with PlacerGROWN branding and the creation 
of local market outlets such as the Foothill Farmers’ Markets and Mountain Mandarin Festival.  
It has progressed as a result of effective regional marketing performed by Neft as the Placer 
County Agricultural Marketing Director.  Through this process, the county’s agriculture has risen 
in cultural and economic prominence locally and in the state.   
The Local Direct and Indirect Impacts  
This section summarizes the direct and indirect impacts that have resulted from the 
collaborative efforts of Placer County, the UC Cooperative Extension, and the community of 
mandarin growers.  The development of small-scale agriculture since the early 1990s has 
resulted in an array of public amenities.  The county’s farmers’ markets have increased the 
quality of public spaces, creating places where different members of the community interact.  In 
addition, new community-based organizations have arisen, such as PlacerGROWN and the 
Mountain Mandarin Growers’ Association, promoting increased civic involvement.  The direct 
marketing of mandarins has enriched the local culture, as evidenced by the region’s new seasonal 
activities and traditions based on the crop.  For those opposed to the social, environmental, and 
health implications of large corporate farming practices, the presence of local orchards has also 
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provided an alternative market whereby consumers can have greater control over the food that 
they eat.  Finally, the expansion of mandarin orchards has increased scenic view sheds and 
preserved historic land uses in the traditionally agricultural region.    
The mandarin industry provides the local community with direct and indirect economic 
benefits.  The direct economic impacts from the industry relate to business earnings from farm 
production, which provides exclusive or supplemental sources of household income.  Following 
the intervention of institutions, farmers have upgraded by entering into new activities.  Farmers 
now engage in marketing, distribution, retail, and even political lobbying.  Simply stated, 
mandarin farmers do much more than farm.  In some cases upgrading has resulted in new 
businesses that are located off the farm.  Agricultural businesses have been created or expanded 
in the county during the period of 2000 to 2005, including three locally owned retail produce 
stores, a new packing shed, and a new tractor retail store and mechanic.  
 Farmers now competitively capture retail rather than wholesale prices in a variety of local 
outlets.  In 2005, retail prices for mandarins set by the county’s farmers at direct outlets ranged 
from $1 to $1.20 per pound.  In contrast, wholesale prices set by distributors for higher quality 
mandarins such as those in Placer County were $.60 per pound on average.  Farmers receive 
retail prices at market outlets such as the farmers’ markets, festival, and tour.  Growers also 
supplement these through supplier relationships with schools, restaurants, local retail markets, 
on-farm sales, churches, regional brokers, and online customers.   
In terms of indirect benefits, the mandarin growers support an array of local businesses 
through their operations.  All but one of the local farmers interviewed reported that they purchase 
most of their inputs locally.  Thus, purchasing from local farmers not only reduces spending 
leakages to non-local food producers, distributors and retailers, but also stimulates indirect 
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economic impacts in other local agriculture-related businesses.  Because the mandarin industry 
has increased consumer interest in Placer County agriculture and direct markets, it has also 
anchored initiatives to market the county’s agriculture industry-wide.  In addition, as a result of 
the Mountain Mandarin Festival and the Mountain Mandarin Tour, the mandarin industry has 
created a new regional driver for tourism.    
  The local amenities provided by local agriculture are recognized by Placer County’s 
Office of Economic Development as an indirect economic benefit to the county.  The Office of 
Economic Development leverages local agriculture as a marketing angle for attracting and 
retaining businesses and residents.  The Director of Economic Development, Ed Graves, 
explained: “Ag tourism has an economic development component in attraction; the direct benefit 
is not related to jobs and taxes”.  To illustrate the point, Placer County has featured a profile of 
an organic mandarin grower in its online newsletter and it lists the Mountain Mandarin Festival 
in its cultural calendar (Placer, 2004).  The local agricultural base is recognized by the county as 
a quality of life attribute valued by the community.  In promoting the recruitment, retention, and 
expansion of existing businesses, Graves recognizes the connection between personal 
preferences and business location decisions.  He added, “These days the conversations about 
moving a firm take place around a dinner table…40 percent of the county’s existing high tech 
businesses started in Placer County.  People like the region, find it a desirable place, and stay”.  
Part IV: Current Opportunities and Constraints 
This section describes the current conditions of the mandarin industry in Placer County.  
First, it reviews two key strategies that the UC Cooperative Extension, the Placer County 
Agriculture Marketing Department, and the Mountain Mandarin Growers’ Association are 
spearheading to promote upgrading.  Secondly, it identifies industry-wide risks against 
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sustainability and opportunities for growth.  Thirdly, it includes a set of policy recommendations 
to local institutions for addressing potential problems by promoting collective efficiencies, trust 
among growers, and intersectoral linkages. 
Upgrading Strategies  
The region offers many advantages for entrepreneurship in agriculture: skilled farmers, a 
local farm extension office providing research and training, county-level agricultural marketing 
services, growing consumer markets that support locally-produced agriculture, pro-farm 
legislation at the county level, a natural environment that can support diversified farming, and an 
available supply of inputs.  In addition, the industry is experiencing a continual expansion in 
production levels due to the ongoing maturation of the region’s mandarin trees.  The mandarin 
industry is seeking to leverage these favorable conditions and prevent against oversupply through 
an expansion in agritourism and the implementation of a collaborative exporting strategy.  This 
section identifies the current state of the two strategies, identifying progress made and potential 
obstacles for success.  
Agritourism 
According to one local leader, the critical mass of growers and production necessary to 
develop agritourism is “almost there”.  In Placer County, agritourism primarily consists of the 
festival and tour, but could extend to include farm stays, where visitors stay in cottages on local 
farms, U-pick operations, and the hosting of special events on orchards.  As mentioned, 
agritourism in Placer County has received increased publicity as a result of the Mountain 
Mandarin Festival.  Through agritourism, the industry has the potential to expand markets and 
strengthen its economic influence in the county.  According to Joanne Neft, agritourism is being 
pursued because it “brings diversity to ag operations, supplements income in low-revenue 
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seasons, provides income that can help save the family farm or ranch, and promotes agricultural 
products.”  Growers are interested in entering into related activities.  As mentioned, members 
within the Mountain Mandarin Growers’ Association are willing to pay for directional signage 
and are currently lobbying the county to receive a sign ordinance.    
Despite the promises presented by agritourism, a number of barriers exist.  Currently, 
some growers are concerned about the liability presented by having customers engage in 
activities on the farm.  While insurance policies exist for agritourism, growers report that they 
are expensive enough to make an agritourism venture cost prohibitive.  Also, local zoning is an 
issue.  Incorporating business activities on the farm requires farmers to make improvements for 
ADA accessibility, and defined ingress and egress turns for traffic.  In addition, zoning policies 
on agricultural (ag) or agricultural-residential (ag res) land permit sales only from items that are 
grown on the farm.  This has implications for farmers that are interested in opening cafés or farm 
stay cabins.  In reference to the latter, there has been a noted need for complementary lodging to 
facilitate agritourism.  In profiling the county’s mandarin orchards and country hill towns in its 
tourism section, the San Francisco Chronicle forewarned readers that “Placer Valley tourism is 
in its infancy, so quaint inns are scarce” (Delsol, 2005).   
Collaborative Exporting 
The expected rise in production due to the ongoing maturation of the region’s trees has 
also spurred a strategy of collaborative exporting to target larger nonlocal markets in Washington 
and Oregon, which have a demand for mandarins that is higher than the national average.  
Because of these markets’ large size, they cannot be satisfied by one single grower.  Growers 
must combine their fruit to export.  Because farmers have historically sold their fruit 
individually, this would represent a new form of marketing and selling their produce.   
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Recent breeches in group trust are complicating this initiative.  As mentioned, the 
informal growers’ association has established common quality standards to which the majority 
adheres.  However, several growers reported that a few members of the group have recently sold 
inferior local fruit or fruit grown outside the county.  One member of the grower community 
informed me that “one grower has bad tasting fruit.  No one wants to tell him”.  One grower, 
acknowledging this situation, said in regard to collaborative exporting:  “That is where I am 
leery.  I ship under my name only and have higher standards than other growers.”  Another 
reported, “Quality is important in group shipments out of state and I am disappointed by this 
year’s crop.”  Although he recognizes the benefits of collaborative exporting, as a result of 
certain growers’ behavior this season, he is “disheartened”.  According to one local leader, “the 
growers set up quality standards for each other and voluntarily adhere to them for mutual benefit.  
Violation is a breech in trust.”  Although the mandarin industry has a reputation for quality, the 
violations of a few could erode the group’s trust and create negative market implications in the 
future.      
Industry Constraints 
 This section discusses constraints within the mandarin industry that may compromise 
long-run sustainability.  In addition to the challenges mentioned above, interviews with growers 
and institutions highlighted three additional conditions that may erode collective efficiencies 
achieved in past years: 1) lack of prudent financial management among growers, 2) changes in 
the political support of local institutions, and 3) dependence on local leaders.  After discussing 
these points, a section will follow with policy recommendations to address risks and promote 
long-term upgrading.  
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Knowledge Gaps in Financial Management and Marketing 
Poor financial management by growers may compromise the resilience and future growth 
of the region’s farming base.  Integrating financial and business management into the program 
has proved a challenge.  One member of the grower community noted that the region’s farmers 
have critical knowledge gaps in these areas and participation rates for business management 
related workshops held by the UC Cooperative Extension office have been low.  Another said 
that some farmers “do not monitor earnings and profitability; 80 to 90 percent do not know how 
much they earn from their operations.”  In response, one grower indicated that the community of 
farmers are business minded in their work, but “record keeping is not a strong suit”.  Because 
many farms underreport earnings and do not maintain accounting records, it is difficult to 
ascertain the financial performance of the farm and the industry as a whole.   
In addition to the gap in financial management, one member of the grower community 
commented that for some growers “marketing basics are still not being understood”.  By 
receiving assistance from local institutions, the growers have not needed to put forth personal 
investments in institutional supports.  One stakeholder indicated that small firms can often spend 
15 to 20 percent on marketing.  In comparison, Placer County’s farmers spend less than one 
percent.   As a result, one member of the grower community indicated that the group does not 
sufficiently value the importance of unique and distinctive marketing in making small-scale 
farming viable, nor recognize the time and money required to do it.  Indeed, when the growers 
interviewed were asked how much they would be willing to pay for marketing as a percentage of 
their farm income, the results varied between two to five percent.  More than a few were unable 
to estimate the value of this activity as a share of their total income.   
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Potential Changes in Political Support 
 The UC Cooperative Extension and Agricultural Marketing Director position, as 
indicated earlier, rely partially or entirely on funding from the Placer County Government.  
During this period, the county has been in good fiscal health, with available discretionary 
funding to provide institutional supports.  To be sure, public funding is subject to two uncertain 
determinants: the availability of discretionary funds and the political orientation of elected 
leaders.  Projected growth and suburban encroachment may threaten existing orchards in the 
future.  As the county’s population and political constituency grow in suburban areas, political 
support for agricultural issues could weaken.  This could threaten the institutions on which local 
farmers depend.  One grower indicated, “Within the county there is an “enormous struggle 
because developers want agricultural land for houses”.  According to another, the county’s Board 
of Supervisors is currently divided in supporting agriculture.  The county’s citizens recently 
elected a new supervisor that has a reputation for supporting development interests.   
There is a need to lobby for county support over the long-term, while identifying 
strategies to make the services of the UC Cooperative Extension and Agricultural Marketing 
Director partially self-sustainable.  Currently, there is no cost for receiving the UC Cooperative 
Extension’s services, which are funded by the UC system and the county.  Cindy Fake reported 
that the UC Cooperative Extension’s share of funding from the University of California system is 
very insecure.  As a result of anticipated cutbacks, the extension is considering to charge growers 
for workshops.    
Dependence on Local Leaders 
Local growers depend highly upon the leaders of its supportive institutions.  If and when 
leadership changes, there may be a low capacity to maintain the current level of institutional 
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services.  Joanne Neft, the Agricultural Marketing Director who has served numerous leadership 
roles in an agricultural community, retires in June.  Speaking of this upcoming event, one grower 
remarked.  “It would take three or four people to do what she does.”  He hopes the quality of 
marketing services will continue but is doubtful, adding, “I have the greatest respect for her.  She 
will be a tough act to follow.”  All the growers surveyed made similar statements in praising 
Neft’s work.  Numerous growers admitted that they were worried about the implications of her 
upcoming retirement on the industry.   
Policy-based Strategies to Address Current Risks 
The future success of the mandarin industry depends on fortifying its existing 
collaborative efficiencies, trust, and intersectoral linkages.  Achieving this goal depends on the 
capacity of each institution and the quality of the relationships that facilitate knowledge 
exchange between them and with growers.  Lessons learned from the Placer County mandarin 
industry and the Apple Hill strategy in Eldorado County were incorporated to address current 
risks to sustainability and provide recommendations for leaders to promote the industry’s long-
term viability.    
Enhance risk management through financial proficiency 
Financial proficiency is a fundamental aspect of Apple Hill’s agritourism strategy.  A 
representative from the Apple Hill Growers’ Association explained: “Apple Hill’s farmers know 
the bottom line; they are serious about financial management.  Farmers have educated 
themselves on managing their finances.” The Placer County mandarin industry should target 
existing knowledge gaps in financial management proficiency among horticulture producers by 
providing training at the Farm Conference, UC workshops, and/or the Mountain Mandarin 
Growers’ Association meetings.    
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Promote agritourism as a diversification strategy to manage risk and increase value 
 As demonstrated by the festival and tour, the industry already incorporates several 
examples of agritourism in their marketing.  However, additional opportunities exist.  To 
facilitate upgrading through agritourism, the UC Cooperative Extension or Mountain Mandarin 
Growers’ Association should build local capacity by providing guidebooks or workshops for 
farmers regarding agritourism business opportunities.  Agricultural leaders should also work with 
other Placer County departments, such as Planning and the Office of Economic Development, to 
pass an ordinance for directional signage and streamline the permitting process for agritourism 
initiatives.  Stakeholders should also investigate opportunities to reduce farmer liability.  
Researching other models, such as Apple Hill, may identify cost-effective insurance policies that 
reduce risk.  Finally, institutional leaders should deepen the emerging relationship with the Sierra 
Business Council to widen the county’s agritourism marketing reach through heritage corridor 
legislation from the State of California and new relationships with state-wide tourism 
organizations. 
Promote crop diversification  
Crop diversification can prevent against oversupply, blight risk, and increase the 
competitiveness of the county’s agritourism initiative.  The farms at Apple Hill produce more 
than just apples.  They have diversified their orchards by cultivating crops such as pumpkins and 
Indian corn to entice tourists to visit year-round.  Although the majority of the growers 
interviewed cultivated other crops, farmers should evaluate if they are sufficiently diversified to 
hedge against production risks.  They should also consider diversification as an opportunity to 
further capture local consumer markets that have already demonstrated a preference for locally 
produced agriculture.   Accordingly, the Farm Conference and UC Cooperative Extension should 
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promote other crops appropriate to the region.  The Placer County Agricultural Marketing 
Director and the UC Cooperative Extension have already taken this step through the promotion 
of berries at farmer workshops.   
Formalize the growers’ association 
The organizational lessons from the Apple Hill model may also help the Mountain 
Mandarin Growers’ Association in maintaining group trust.  To ensure that Apple Hill’s growers 
continue to share knowledge and maintain close relationships, membership in the Apple Hill 
Growers’ Association is subject to participation rules.  If growers do not attend at least three of 
the six annual meetings, they receive a $100 fine.  Members also participate in other social 
activities, including an annual dinner, a retreat, a media picnic where they invite local journalists, 
and an annual summer barbeque.  As part of their association, they publish a magazine that is 
self-supporting through advertisements and sponsorships.   
As they formalize their organization, the Mountain Mandarin Growers’ Association 
should incorporate strategies to maintain the group’s social relationships and encourage 
leadership within the grower community.  Membership policies of the association should 
promote participation in meetings to encourage interaction and knowledge sharing within the 
community.  In addition, bylaws should articulate quality standards and consequences for those 
who breech the association’s standards.   
Retain and attract new and experienced farmers to cultivate in Placer County 
 Through its membership policies, Apple Hill endeavors to keep its organization open to 
newcomers and facilitate the transfer of new ideas from interested individuals.  They encourage 
new and existing farmers to take ownership in the community.  Placer County’s agricultural 
community should also promote the same openness to retain existing growers and attract the next 
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generation of the county’s farmers.  According to one local farmer, many residents in the county 
with land zoned as agricultural (ag) or agricultural residential (ag res) are not aware of the 
services available to small-scale farmers.  She noted that “there is a lot of idle land”.  As one 
option for encouraging the cultivation of such land, the agricultural community could develop a 
farm outreach package for new purchasers of ag or ag res real estate that outlines small-scale 
farm programs and identifies mentors.  Local institutions could coordinate with real estate 
companies to disseminate the information to new buyers.    
Lobby for continued long-term county support of institutions 
 There is a clear need for the UC Cooperative Extension and Agricultural Marketing 
Director’s programs to continue, as individual farmers lack the time, money, and experience to 
provide these services themselves. While opportunities may exist to make the institutions 
partially self-sustainable through advertising or fees, they ultimately depend upon funding by the 
Placer County Government.  One industry leader stated that a loss in county support would be 
“devastating” for the industry and local agriculture in general.  To maintain public support, the 
grower community should maintain strong intersectoral linkages with business, the arts, and 
citizen groups and leverage them for lobbying purposes when necessary. 
Developing a Long-term Strategy to Promote Upgrading 
Local institutions should situate the county’s direct marketing program in a long-term 
strategy consisting of different programmatic strategies and goals.  In the last five years, 
institutions have facilitated growth in the mandarin industry by providing production and 
marketing knowledge.  Subsequently, growers have dedicated time and personal finances to 
redevelop an agricultural base despite financial, market, and development challenges.  
Stakeholders should build upon these contributions and the industry’s consequently stronger 
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position, as evidenced by the growth in acreage, production, and value-added; the popularity of 
the Mountain Mandarin Festival; the creation of the Mountain Mandarin Growers’ Association; 
and the Mountain Mandarin Tour.   
Growers and institutional leaders should leverage intersectoral linkages to strengthen the 
industry’s economic significance in the industry and build political capital for long-term support 
of existing institutions.  This should focus on increasing the mandarin industry’s linkages with 
business and community groups within the county.   In addition to agritourism, opportunities for 
agriculture-based businesses include community supported agriculture, organic and niche crop 
production in mandarins and other produce, local retail stores, cooperative markets, catering, bed 
and breakfast establishments, special event hosting, and restaurants.  To promote such business 
growth, industry leaders should connect entrepreneurs interested in starting agricultural-related 
business establishments with the county’s small business programs.  As noted earlier, private 
sector investment is emerging, as evidenced by the creation of several new businesses and the 
involvement of the Sierra Business Council.     
The current level of knowledge sharing has allowed participating farmers to understand 
quality expectations, receive assistance when needed, and reduce costs related to production.  For 
long-term sustainability, Placer County’s small-scale farming industries, including the mandarin 
industry, will require specialized knowledge provided by agricultural economic development 
support institutions.  To make this possible, continued county assistance is necessary.   
V:  Conclusion 
The mandarin industry demonstrates that economic development supports can sustain 
local agriculture in the most challenging of conditions.  In Placer County, incremental actions 
that had agriculture-wide and industry-specific aims over a period of 17 years led the mandarin 
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industry to flourish.  Instead of relying exclusively on land use policies and fiscal incentives, the 
county government supported a variety of local institutions that provided specialized assistance 
in production and marketing, including the UC Cooperative Extension, the Placer County 
Agriculture Department, the Foothill Farmer’s Market, and PlacerGROWN.  By facilitating the 
development of various institutions, the Placer County Government has assisted stakeholders in 
organizing and specializing service delivery to farmers.   
Collective efficiencies, trust, and intersectoral linkages have provided farmers with 
resources that have promoted the economically viability of the industry.  The interactions of 
institutional leaders with local and nonlocal universities, consultant expertise, and small-scale 
farming experts have developed collective efficiencies in production and marketing knowledge.   
Their development of production workshops, association meetings, and regional branding and 
marketing initiatives have helped to develop trust among growers, resulting in a shift from 
individual to collaborative problem-solving and decision-making.  Consequently, growers are 
dedicated not only to the performance of their own farms, but to the industry’s regional 
competitiveness.  Finally, the intersectoral linkages with tourism, the arts, and business have 
assisted in raising the industry’s economic and social significance in the county.  
The mandarin industry’s development illustrates the benefits provided by local 
agriculture in a community.  In terms of economic benefits, the mandarin industry has generated 
business earnings, supplementary household income, and indirect benefits for economic 
development.  In terms of public amenities, the mandarin industry has created scenic view sheds 
and expanded the local food supply.  It has also resulted in new community based organizations, 
farmers’ markets, festivals, and tours that have increased civic interaction between farmers, 
artists, and local residents.  Moreover, the industry has brought favorable attention to the county 
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as a rural setting with local amenities, which has been leveraged by the county government in 
attracting and retaining businesses and residents.   
In the last few years, several counties have investigated Placer County’s model of direct 
marketing to explore policy options to preserve agriculture in their own regions.  Some leaders 
from counties with strapped fiscal budgets discounted the program’s feasibility for replication 
due to Placer County’s positive state of fiscal health.  Leaders in Placer County, however, argue 
that money has not been the most important determinant of success.  Rather, they argue that 
small-scale farming and the mandarin industry in particular have grown because of the county’s 
“people capital”.  Success has occurred due to the awareness of agencies and the capacity of 
growers to promote the willingness to trust and change. 
Although fiscal and land use policies such as zoning, urban growth boundaries, 
preferential taxation and easements may prevent the development of farmland, they do not 
address the market challenges that may hinder its cultivation.  As a result, such policy 
approaches offer only a partial remedy for a struggling agricultural sector.  If local agriculture is 
valued by a community, county governments, community leaders, and farmers can promote 
economic viability by creating an institutional system of economic development supports that 
promote collective efficiencies, trust among growers, and intersectoral linkages.  As evidenced 
by the mandarin industry in Placer County, this process involves the commitment of all 
stakeholders and the ability to identify and adapt to market opportunities and constraints in 
small-scale agriculture.      
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Table 1.2
Timeline of the Mandarin Industry’s Development
1988 Foothill Farmers’ Market begins; Placer County appropriates $25,000 for start-up.
1989 Right to Farm Act passed by Placer County Board of Supervisors.
1989
Placer County adopts the Agricultural Element, with a goal to protect and enhance the 
economic viability of the county’s agricultural operations.  
1991
Joanne Neft and Janice Thompson tour Apple Hill and envision an agritourism strategy 
in Placer County based on mandarins.
mid-1990s  
The Placer County Farm Conference promotes mandarin orange production at its 
annual workshops.
1994
PlacerGROWN founded. Placer County allocates nearly $98,000 to cover start-up of 
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1994
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Placer County government creates and allocates $75,000 annually for the Agricultural 
Marketing Director position in the Agriculture Department; Joanne Neft accepts the 
position. 
2002 High bearing season in the mandarin industry.
2003 Cindy Fake, Christine Turner, and Joanne Neft tour Apple Hill with mandarin growers.
2003 Growers engage in field meetings and pizza meetings. 
2004
The Placer County Agricultural Marketing Director and the Arts Council of Placer county 
begin the Mountain Mandarin Tour. 
2004 The informal Mountain Mandarin Growers’ Association begins.
2004
The UC Extension coordinates a voluntary scale management program with trapping, 
data collection, and release of parasitic wasps.
2005
The Sierra Business Council includes a strand on agriculture, arts, and heritage tourism 
in its annual conference.
2005 -
Present 
Farmers strategize to combine output to satisfy capture larger markets, implement 
directional signage for agritourism, and formalize the association.
A4
Tables - continued
Table 1.3
1970 1980 1990 2000
California 20,023,181 23,800,800 29,959,515 34,002,467
State Growth Rate 19% 26% 13%
Placer County 78,215 118,332 175,477 251,327
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1979 1989 1999
California 38,783 46,511 49,453
State Growth Rate 20% 6%
Placer County 18,685 37,601 $57,535 
County Growth Rate 101% 53%
Source: U.S. Census, Table H-8 Median Household Income by State, 2005. 
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Bearing 
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Total, 
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2003 148 740 1,324,600$    
2002 127 635 1,820,500$    
2001 93 288 547,800$       
2000 93 251 398,800$       
* Mandarin trees have alternate bearing years.  2002 
was an especially high bearing year. 
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Agriculture Department, 2000-2003
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Services 29,600          
Trade 27,400          
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Manufacturing 12,900          
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Finance-insurance-real estate 6,100            
Transportation-utility 4,200            
Federal government 700               
Total 108,800       
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by Wage & Salary Employment - 2000
Source: California Department of Finance, Economic 
Research, 2005  
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